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            INTRODUCTION: FROM PAGE TO GAME AND BACK AGAIN

          

        

      

    

    
      It all began in an unassuming terraced house in Beckenham, England.

      I was 10 years old and my friends and I had recently been allowed by our parents to walk home from school by myself. In the usual manner of children who are beginning to flex newfound freedom, we were finding reasons to make this journey last as long as we could. This usually involved stopping off at each others’ houses on the way and hanging about on any pretence. In my friend David’s house, the pretence was to watch him play a video game.

      It was unlike any game I had ever seen before. Stunning graphics. Full voice acting. A strange world that was part science fiction, part fantasy. There were flying machines, psychic powers, and a whole world to explore. It was called Dune and I was enthralled.

      We watched David play this game for weeks. We watched as he finally met Stilgar. We ‘helped’ him find new sietches. We shrugged as Duke Leto disappeared (it wasn’t the most emotional of deaths). We thrilled at Liet-Kynes and his mad ecology project.

      And then I found out that all of this was based on a book.

      A book that my dad already owned in a giant hardback edition that contained the first three books of the Dune series.

      I devoured all three books in a week, but it was the Cryo visuals I saw as I read. Cryo created my Dune and it has been that way ever since. I’ve played Dune on average once every two years, far more than I’ve read the book. If that makes me less of a Dune fan in your eyes, well, that’s your problem.

      Fast forward to 2020. The pandemic has forced the UK into lockdown and I’ve been furloughed from my job. I have an unexpectedly large amount of free time on my hands, and I begin to wonder if now isn’t the time to work on a little project I’ve been toying with for some time: a website dedicated to Cryo’s Dune, filled with trivia and walkthroughs and, most importantly, the behind-the-scenes story.

      This idea grew, as ideas tend to do. Why stop at the one game? I had sunk plenty of hours into Dune II as a kid, fiddled with the sequels, and there was that card game too, wasn’t there? Maybe this could be a site about all of the Dune games? A site that told you how these games had come to be.

      There was just one problem: these stories hadn’t been told.

      So I began to research. Site became article in my mind, but the research yielded little fruit. I began to reach out to the people involved in the games and, before I really understood what I was doing, I was interviewing the people who had developed the games that influenced my childhood and from there my adulthood. And they were asking me, “What’s all this about?”

      I really didn’t know.

      By the end of the year, I had reams of transcripts, emails, and resources that I had been sent. This was more than an article. This was far more suited to a book.

      Which you’re holding now. It’s a history, a love letter, an exploration of what it means to take one of the greatest science fiction novels of all time and adapt it into a game.

      This book is being published with Denis Villeneuve’s new movie adaptation of Dune on the horizon, and with it will come a wave of new games set in the Dune universe. Perhaps I will write about those games one day. But this book isn’t a look forward at the things to come. It’s a look back at the journeys those creators went on. They took Frank Herbert’s novel and made it into something else. They made page into pixel, concept into card. More than anything, they made portals into the Dune universe.

      How did they do it?

      Let me tell you.
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            FUTURE PASTIME’S DUNE BOARDGAME

          

        

      

    

    
      The story of the Dune board game begins in Massachusetts, USA, in 1972. Peter Olotka sits in the offices of Cape Cod’s anti-poverty program, having recently moved to the area with his wife and young son. Peter has not long left the Peace Corps, and is settling in to his new job as Community Organiser. Part of his responsibilities involve hiring staff for the office, which is how he finds himself sitting opposite a man called Bill Eberle.

      A tall man with a thoughtful disposition, Bill had held a variety of jobs from teacher to reporter. This experience isn’t what Peter is looking for, but Peter is so impressed with Bill that they stay in touch nonetheless. Peter hires instead a man called Jack Kittredge. Both Bill and Jack share with Peter a passion for board games and, joined by another of Peter’s friends, Bill Norton, they were soon sat around a table of an evening playing Risk.

      But, despite being fans of the game, they begin to pick holes in it. Crystallise its flaws. Soon, though the game of world domination from Parker Brothers was a huge influence on the market, it came to represent everything the four men wanted to see changed in gaming.

      Risk was popular for a number of reasons, but primary among them was the relative ease of play: once you understood the basic rules of engagement, there was nothing more to learn. Everyone had the same kinds of playing pieces, it didn’t matter which colour your pieces were, and there were no special bonuses inherent in starting in Iceland versus Brazil (although I was always pleased to draw Eastern Australia; it offered a safe point from which to advance without the need for a rearguard).

      The challenge in Risk came from making the most of your luck, be it good or bad. And it was something that the four friends were tired of.
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        When you play Risk, the end of the game is two people sitting there rolling dice for about three hours. Everybody else who was playing was eliminated, and they're out in the kitchen making coffee and drinking wine. So we said 'Okay. We're not doing that, we're gonna have no dice in our game. As a rule.’ And we just started making up these kind of rules that were annoying us about playing Risk.⁠1

        PETER OLOTKA

      

      

      

      This kind of gleeful rebellion didn’t stop with dice. The four of them set about designing something that was so set on skewering the conventions of board games that it didn’t have a board. That’s right: a board game without a board.

      What it did have was plenty of cards and pieces. And factions. Where the only choice in Risk was the colour of your counters, the team gave players of their new game a choice of six kinds of alien species. But these alone weren’t enough to make the game stand out. So they took an extraordinary step: they gave each of their factions a unique in-game ability.

      This sounds unremarkable now. But in 1972, carefully balanced gameplay was the norm. By giving the game’s alien species different strengths and weaknesses, the team willingly embraced unbalanced play and they ran with it.

      Despite their feelings about Risk, the four friends (now games designers) attempted to make a deal with Parker Brothers for their new game, which they called Cosmic Encounter. The company was interested, but ultimately the game was just too different for its tastes, so it pulled out of discussions. Undeterred, the team set themselves up as Future Pastimes and published the game themselves. And, perhaps as a final act of rebellion against both Risk and Parker Brothers, they added even more alien species. 15, to be exact.

      Cosmic Encounter was released in 1977 to a very warm reception, garnering praise from both players and notable names such as science fiction writer Harlan Ellison, who even provided a quote to be printed on the box: “[Cosmic Encounter] is a teeth-gritting, mind-croggling marvellously demanding exercise in ‘what if’.”

      Now the team faced a mind-croggling challenge of their own: how do you follow up on such a surprise success?
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        We had been reading Frank Herbert's novel, we loved it. And we wondered if we could just do a Dune game. We didn't even know about licensing and how that worked. So we looked around, and it turned out that the Avalon Hill game company had an agreement with Frank Herbert to do a Dune game. They had gotten the licence. So I called them up. I said, ‘We're the guys who did Cosmic Encounter’ (because that's our one calling card that showed we had some some credence). And they said, ‘nah, we have some people already doing it.’ See you later. End of story. So we just started working on some other stuff.

        PETER OLOTKA

      

      

      

      The team turned their attention to another project they were working on, a game that would become Darkover. But fate wasn’t done with Future Pastimes just yet. A few weeks later, Peter received a call from Avalon Hill. The other team had delivered their Dune game but it wasn’t up to snuff. So Avalon Hill management decided to see if those Cosmic Encounter guys wanted to have a try.

      Peter said yes on the spot.

      Love in a time of haste

      Designing a Dune board game was a vastly different proposition to designing Cosmic Encounter. This wasn’t a small passion project they could gently cultivate in their spare time with no outside pressure. This game would be avidly watched for and examined by two groups of people with vested interests. The first would be fans of Cosmic Encounter, who would want to see if Future Pastime’s second game could measure up to its first. And the second group would be Dune fans, who would want the game to respect, honour, and reflect the universe that Frank Herbert created.

      The Future Pastimes team, of course, were in both camps themselves. Not only did they want to try to top their previous success, but they were also big fans of Dune; they wanted to get this right.
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        We approached the game design with great reverence. This was an important book to all of us. And so we said, we've got to make the best game we've ever made. This has to be wonderful.

        BILL ERBELE

      

      

      

      And remember that this was 1979. David Lynch hadn’t filmed Dune. Frank Herbert hadn’t even written God Emperor of Dune yet. And the closest to anything resembling Dune merchandise was Beverly Herbert’s aborted plans for a Dune tarot deck. There was no franchise, no body of existing work adapting Frank’s universe. The Future Pastimes team would be forging into new territory, and all eyes would be on them.

      And on top of this pressure was another catch: Avalon Hill was in a rush. The company had been geared up and ready to enter production on a Dune game that hadn’t materialised — at least not in the form it had hoped for. With the production team all dressed up with no place to go, Avalon Hill understandably wanted a new Dune game quickly.

      No pressure there, then.
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        Our normal life schedules just went to hell. Because this property meant so much to us. To do this game, for this book, for this author, that meant the world to us. So we dropped everything.

        BILL ERBELE

      

      

      

      ‘Fast, good, or cheap. Pick two.’ In this case, Avalon Hill were pushing for fast. And they had already established what they were willing to pay. That left responsibility with the Future Pastimes team as to how good the game would be. And they knew it had to be good. For them, and for the fans. So the question became: how could they produce a good game in the time given to them? Turns out the past had their backs.

      Paying tribute

      Prior to Cosmic Encounter, the Future Pastimes team had designed another game that had never seen the light of day: ‘Tribute’. It had never been developed further than a prototype, but any creative can tell you how good ideas from aborted projects like to hang around in the back of the mind, just waiting to find a new home. So it was when it came time to develop Dune.

      Set during the days of the Roman Empire, the board for ‘Tribute’ was divided into territories that a player sought to control and mine for resources. Those resources could be used to create armies that could then help the players compete with each other to become Emperor.

      The player who was Emperor wore a paper crown to denote their rank and authority, with a purposeful side effect:
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        Of course, everybody wanted to knock the crown off their head.

        BILL ERBELE

      

      

      

      Sadly, the person playing the Emperor in the Dune game was given no headgear to sport. But the territories and resource mining from ‘Tribute’ were kept, alongside one very unique gameplay mechanic: the combat wheel.
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        The wheel is is one of the most creative things I think we've done in any game. I don't know that it's been duplicated. It just is unique to Dune.

        BILL ERBELE

      

      

      

      The wheel was the most unique thing about ‘Tribute’ (aside from maybe the crown!) Each player had their own wheel, a card circle marked with numbers that spun within a sleeve. Whenever a player invaded a territory or defended it, they would turn the wheel to reveal a number through the window in the sleeve. This number indicated how many troops the player would commit to the battle. The player that chose the highest number of troops won the battle.

      So the more troops a player committed, of course, the better the odds of winning the fight. But there was a downside: all of the troops committed were lost.

      Battles became a thing of balance. Commit too few troops and you would lose the battle and the territory. Commit too many and you would win, but you would be exposed and vulnerable to the next attack.

      There was also the risk that the opposing player would engage in a tactical withdrawal: that is, commit zero troops. They would lose the territory, but no troops. The attacking player lost the troops they had committed and find themselves exposed to an opponent at full strength.

      And there was another element to the wheel. Players could modify the number on their wheel by adding leaders, each of whom had a different score. Each round of the game also allowed players to bid for Treachery cards, which provided weapons and defences that could influence the outcome of a battle. The Treachery deck also contained cards that could influence other parts of the game, such as spice collection.

      Adding further layers to the game, each player had a Traitor card. If this card matched a leader from another faction, that leader was secretly working for the player who held the Traitor card. Revealing a traitor won you the battle without losing any troops.

      The game also featured Tleilaxu tanks that could revive dead leaders, as well as a rolling storm that worked its way around the board, and random spice blows that gave players a chance the collect spice.

      Winning the game was a matter of occupying territory. Players had to occupy three of the five strongholds: the Arrakeen and Carthag palaces, as well as sietches Habbanya, Tabr, and Tuek.

      But while the team had built upon the unique battle wheel to put together a solid game, it was a game that just wouldn’t work if they didn’t manage to do one thing: make players feel like they were battling each other within the Dune universe.

      (Satis)faction

      
        
        
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        What we really focused on in the beginning was the factions, the different characteristics, and how you get these characteristics into gameplay.

        PETER OLOTKA

      

      

      

      Dune is a story with deep, rich, and varied factions. The militaristic Atreides. The cunning Harkonnen. The plotting Bene Gesserit. The hardy Fremen. A game that didn’t incorporate these unique factions just wouldn’t feel like Dune.
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        We put a lot into what the abilities of each faction would be. And then I think the game almost created itself, because once we had the faction ideas and started playing, it became obvious. There's an event where the spice appears. And there might be worms there, so we'll put those in the spice deck. And then, of course, if you're in the same territories, there's a battle.

        BILL EBERLE

      

      

      

      And there was another element of the game that fell into place and elevated the game above its competitors: asymmetric play.

      Start a game of Risk and everyone is in the same position. Each player receives the same number of troops, and controls the same number of territories. There are some differences in luck, perhaps, but each side is as strong as the others. The Future Pastimes team decided to take a different approach: they deliberately made sure the factions in their Dune game were entirely unbalanced.
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        We weren’t going for everybody being balanced because, in fact, life isn't balanced.

        BILL EBERLE

      

      

      

      So the Fremen can more easily move around Arrakis (and are immune to sandworm attacks). The Harkonnen have access to more traitors. The Atreides have a degree of foresight. And different factions have different ways of winning, too. The Spacing Guild wins if no-one else controls Arrakis by the end of the game. And if the Bene Gesserit player accurately predicts in turn one who will win, they win instead, snatching victory from the other player!

      This means there is no faction that is the strongest, no faction that is the weakest. Nor that each faction is playing, in a sense, the same game: Harkonnen players are playing a game of conquest, while Spacing Guild players are playing a game of obstruction.

      And it also means that the strongest player is one who doesn’t stand alone. They build alliances, persuade and cajole their competitors, and engineer their victory with psychology as much as the cards in their hands.
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        The truth is that you really get the best problem solving when you're under stress because things aren't equal. What can I do with this situation? I'm weak, I don't have this and this and this, I have to play it right. And I have to talk to other people and use other people to do that balancing. It makes for much more social game when things aren't balanced.

        BILL EBERLE

      

      

      

      It’s good to talk
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        All of the talking and the socialising were, in my mind, effects of the things that we designed. But I wasn't thinking, oh, let's make this a really social game.

        PETER OLOTKA

      

      

      

      A game of Dune involves a lot of talking. Bartering and alliances, deal-making and deal-breaking, even vendettas. It’s a huge part of how the game creates the feeling of Frank Herbert’s universe, which is filled with its own complex web of alliances, betrayals, and  psychological warfare.

      But, incredibly, this element of the game wasn’t a deliberate design decision; the Future Pastimes team didn’t set out to build rules or turn phases for deal-making. Instead, the social aspect of Dune naturally evolved from the team’s style of play.
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        We did a lot of talking when we played. And I'm sure that Jack and Peter had a lot of fun, because they could talk me into doing certain things that I maybe shouldn't have done. And that's how social interaction got baked into those games.

        BILL EBERLE

      

      

      

      And so the team began to incorporate rules to encourage this social element. But the truth is that deal-making naturally comes out in a game of Dune. The unbalanced nature of the factions creates feelings of weakness which players naturally try to bolster. Some of that is done via actions on the board, strengthening positions and building a strong hand of cards. But players naturally turn to others around the table who can complement a weakness, even for a short time.

      And this natural tendency towards social play isn’t just encouraged by the rules and the unbalanced factions, but by a feeling of permission created by a lean set of rules.
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        A good game contains not too many brush strokes. You know, get the right stuff on the canvas. Don't put a lot of extra. I think we achieve that in Dune.

        BILL EBERLE

      

      

      

      The team took a light touch to the rules and, in doing so, gave implicit permission for players to grow beyond the groundwork and play their own way. It’s also what makes Dune an easy game to pick up but a fiendish game to master: the rules themselves are straightforward, but the intricacies that are permitted take time to master.

      Unfortunately, Avalon Hill didn’t see it that way.

      Testing, rulings, and lawyers

      On top of the time pressures placed upon them, the Future Pastimes team had another shadow looming over them: Avalon Hill had already shown that it was happy to reject a game it wasn’t happy with. So the team knew that, while they had to work fast, they also had to deliver a game that was right. And that meant a lot of playtesting.
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        It's not only having the right concepts. It's playtest, playtest, playtest, and get rid of this stuff that doesn't work. And then how do you solve this problem? Ah, let's try this. And that's where our real creativity comes in. One or the other of us will have that aha moment, let's try this. And then it works.

        BILL EBERLE

      

      

      

      The playtesting represented time well spent. After a breakneck development and Herculean effort on the part of the Future Pastimes team, Avalon Hill was happy with the game that had been delivered.

      For the most part.

      The light touch Future Pastimes had taken to the rules worried Avalon Hill management. They felt the game was too simple and feared it wouldn’t be appreciated by serious gamers. So they added some advanced rules that met with a mixed response both from the team and, eventually, players.
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        They kind of put [the rules] in a blender, and every other paragraph would have the regular rules, and then in the advanced game do this. It made it harder to read the original rules, because you're always stumbling over the advanced rules.

        PETER OLOTKA

      

      

      

      Other members of the team were more sanguine about it. After all, the original rules were still there. The players were free to adopt or ignore Avalon Hill’s advanced additions.
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        They wanted their own stamp on it, I think. I think there was an ego thing. And that's fine! They added things that are really loved by the fans, and they deserve credit for that.

        BILL EBERLE

      

      

      

      Ultimately, Future Pastimes raised no serious objections to the advanced rules, but there was one other roadblock to production: lawyers.

      The problem of Edric

      Dune was printed, boxed, and ready to ship. But, in a pattern that would be repeated numerous times, the thorny issue of the licence threatened to undo everything.

      Avalon Hill, and by extension Future Pastimes, had a licence to make a game based on Frank Herbert’s first Dune novel. But the Future Pastimes team had accidentally overreached and made a mistake that wasn’t spotted until the lawyers laid their eyes on the game.

      The team had nominated a figurehead for each of their factions. For example, Paul Muad’Dib naturally represented the Atreides. Liet-Kynes stood for the Fremen. And the Navigator’s Guild was represented by Edric. Unfortunately, Edric didn’t appear in the Dune universe until Dune Messiah, a book that wasn’t included within the licence.

      It was the same problem that would later plague David Lynch’s Dune movie five years later. The Spacing Guild is a vital part of the original Dune novel, and readers were enthralled by the mysterious, spice-mutated navigators that folded space to enable interstellar travel. It was with Edric’s appearance that readers first got their first description as to what Navigators really looked like. So integral are Navigators to the Dune universe that it’s easy to forget that Edric doesn’t appear in the first Dune novel.

      Unfortunately, this mistake was enough to stop the production of the board game entirely. Lawyers representing Frank Herbert had contacted Avalon Hill to tell them that it wasn’t permitted to sell the game. While Avalon Hill tried to find a way out of the legal quagmire, Peter Olokta took matters into his own hands.
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        So, along the way, I had made the acquaintance of Harlan Ellison, the science fiction writer. I had given him a prototype of Cosmic Encounter at a science fiction convention. And he wrote this great quote for us to put on the box.

        So I said, I am going to call Harlan Ellison and ask him if he knows Frank Herbert.

        So I wrote a letter
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      Dune Resurrected
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